A revisitation of the Yeb archives with an eye to the question of cult statuary. The present article inventories the state of the question and makes several constructive suggestions. Its primary contributions are: to address the Yeb evidence, even preliminarily, to the debate over Yhwh statuary in the Jerusalem temple; to make a fresh interpretation of TAD A4.7/8; and to reread other key textual data for information about statuary.
Introduction
In the year 410 BCE, a man named Yedoniah wrote to the high priest of Jerusalem. Yedoniah was an official-and possibly the high priest-for c. 3,000 Judeans living on an island called Yeb in the Nile at the southernmost border * My thanks to Brent A. Strawn for leading the independent study out of which this paper grew, and for reading and commenting on several drafts; thanks as well to Jacob L. Wright for his feedback and encouragement.
of Judeans there.7 On another interpretation, however, at least one of these names besides Yhw does not refer to another god, but to a cult statue present within the Yhw temple.8 How likely is this possibility-that there was cult statuary in the Judean Yhw temple on Yeb? And what might this possibility mean for the study of early Judaism? The present study briefly inventories the state of these questions and makes several constructive suggestions. Its primary contributions are: to address the Yeb evidence, even preliminarily, to the debate over Yhwh statuary in the Jerusalem temple; to make a fresh interpretation of TAD A4.7/8; and to reread other key textual data with an eye targeted to cult statuary.
Importance of the Question for Early Judaism
As early as 1929, Sigmund Mowinckel broached the idea that there was a cult statue in the first Jerusalem temple.9 After lying dormant for decades, this proposal resurfaced vigorously in the 1990s.10 Its main argument is comparative:
virtually all of Israel's cognate cultures practiced religion by venerating and processing cult statues.11 Scholars also identify memories of cult statuary preserved in Israel's own literature, e.g., in biblical psalms that speak of "seeing Yhwh" or "Yhwh entering" the temple.12 The language of these psalms seems to presume a visible, mobile presence of Yhwh such as would be the case if Yhwh were worshipped by a statue. Others argue from Assyrian documents that may refer to the seizure of Israelite cult images. 13 The possibility that the first temple housed a Yhwh statue contravenes a common perception of Judaism: that it is primordially imageless, or "aniconic."
The most important contributor to this perception is the Decalogue, whose second commandment prohibits the manufacture of images (Deut 5:8; cf. Exod 20:4). That is, in the Bible's presentation, the creation of Israel as such at Sinai coincides with the proscription against statuary. This sense of the image ban as a constitutive principle of Judaism endures through the Talmud and A judicious reading of the above data warrants a balanced conclusion: the Judeans at Yeb were distinctive from Judeans in the homeland. At the same time, they were kin to them, to an extent such that if it were proven Judeans at Yeb worshipped Yhw with cult statuary, it would lend important support to its presence in the first Jerusalem temple. Three sections below comment on (the) three key textual evidences from the Yeb archives relevant to the question of cult statuary.25 TAD A4.7/8: Letter of Petition26 TAD A.4.7/8 are two drafts of a letter of petition, written by Yedoniah to Bagohi, the governor of Yehud.27 These two draft letters are important to the question of cult statuary at Yeb because they contain a detailed inventory of the Yeb temple, lines 8-13 of A4.7 and lines 7-11 of A4.8. These passages contain no obvious mention of cult statuary. For scholarship proposing that the Yeb temple housed statuary-including the present study-the omission is a problem in need of explanation. One explanation is that, despite appearances, TAD Several commentators argue that the petition refers obliquely to cult statuary by its repeated phrase, "the other (things) which were there" (wʾḥrn zy tmh hwh, TAD A4.7:11, 12, reconstructed in A.4.8:10). Rohrmoser writes: "The double occurrence of 'the other things that were there' in the list in TAD A4.7, 11f. includes one or more statues in the temple."30 On this reading, Yedoniah implies the cult statuary without spelling it out, so as to avoid offending against 28 This interpretation struggles, however, to account for other ways in which the petition apparently adjusts to appease Jerusalemite theology. Knauf notes that Yedoniah has substituted a singular God in his greeting ("the God of heaven," TAD A4.7/8, line 2) for the typical pluralistic salutation ("the gods").36 When the memorandum came back from Bagohi and Delaiah instructing that the reconstructed Yeb temple refrain from offering animal sacrifices (TAD A4.9), Yedoniah and the Yeb priests obeyed (TAD A4.10). Because of this compliance, it becomes harder to think that Yedoniah knew but flaunted the Jerusalemite preference for aniconic worship. Besides this, there are numerous more common ways of referring to cult statuary than by the word 'mwd, which has a perfectly satisfactory architectural meaning in the petition letter. The present study argues that TAD A4.7/8 omits to mention cult statuary because of its genre. Yedoniah does not reference statuary because, when an enemy destroys a temple and seizes its properties, one does not admit to this-at least in the kind of literature that TAD A4.7/8 represents. Yedoniah's petition letter is generically unique. There are other examples in the ancient Near East that remember the despoliation of cult statuary, but unlike these, Yedoniah's letter is pragmatic and non-theological.
The phenomenon of "godnapping" was widespread in the ancient world.37 Conquering kings would destroy or steal cult statuary from the temples of 33 subject peoples.38 However, most records of this phenomenon in the ancient Near East come from the side of the victors: Assyrian annals recounting the triumph of their kings. Only exceptionally do instances survive in which the defeated describe the despoliation of their gods. Sumerian city laments are one of the genres that do this, but they are poetic and theological: these laments always conclude with a prayer for restoration and the return of the gods.39 Another more proximate example of cult despoliation remembered from the underside is the Hebrew Bible (e.g., 2 Kgs 14:14).40 Like the Sumerian city laments, it is deeply rhetorical and theological. Perhaps the Yeb community interpreted their temple's destruction theologically, as a sign of Yhw's wrath against them. The fact remains, however, that a letter of request to a regional Persian authority could hardly serve as an organ of communal lament and theologizing, as did the Hebrew Bible or the Sumerian laments. As such, a petition may have been a generically inappropriate venue to articulate the loss of cult statuary. We can imagine, for example, that unpreserved memos between Nehemiah and the Persian authorities did not enshrine the communal self-reflection and theological discussion that the Hebrew Bible does. Rhetorically, Yedoniah's letter seeks to persuade Bagohi that the Judean garrison at Yeb are loyal Persian subjects who have experienced a grave offense from the colonized Egyptians, and that rectifying the wrong will result in divine blessing for the Judean governor; the letter does not explore questions of responsibility except as these are discernible on the human plane-which is also where the letter seeks resolution. Even if Yedoniah shared deuteronomistic retributive theology, it would have been rhetorically counterproductive for him to communicate this to Bagohi ("because of our sins, our god(s) abandoned us . . . but could you please help us out?"). Perhaps, too, Yedoniah and the Judeans of Yeb did not feel their temple's destruction as cataclysmically as the Sumerian laments or the Hebrew Bible; they may have seen it more as a (severe) short-term interruption than a true annihilation of their cult.41 
TAD C3.15: The Donation List42
Another potentially important datum for the question of cult statuary is the much-discussed donation list. The donation list is, according to its own first line, a list of "the names of the garrison of Judeans who gave silver to the God Yhw, 2 shekels per person" (znh šmht ḥylʾ yhwdyʾ zy yhb ksp lyhw ʾlhʾ lgbr lgbr ksp š). No king is named, although the document opens with a date, "the 3rd of Phamenoth, 5th year" (line 1).43 It also mentions Yedoniah ben Gemaryah, the author of TAD A4.7/8 above, and a leader of the Yeb community (line 120).
A conflict of interpretations surrounds lines 123-128. Here the list of names and contributions reaches a provisional conclusion. These lines recapitulate the month name and the silver from the opening line of the list, but then designate the recipient of the contributions (Yedoniah) rather than its source (the Judean garrison). The text then counts the total of contributions. It allocates the funds to three entities: of 31 karsh and 8 shekels of silver, Yhw receives 12 karsh and 6 shekels, Ašimbethel receives 7 karsh, and Anathbethel receives 12 karsh. After this, (another?) list of contributions commences.
Who are these other named deities? And how are the donations connected with them? Several options are possible. Because the list begins with reference to Yhw, some scholars have seen these other two names as hypostases of Yhw.44 That is, the Judeans of Yeb worshipped Yhw by two other named manifestations. For others, the donation list constitutes a case in point for the syncretism of Judeans at Yeb. Because Porten believes the Judeans at Yeb were "primordially compliant with Jerusalem [theology],"45 he argues that these two divine names are not Judean gods, but Aramaean. Judeans did not import multiple gods, but came to worship them as a result of long-term close quarters with Aramaeans on an isolated island. Alternately, Judeans already worshipped these gods when they arrived in Egypt. 46 The purpose of the moneys collected is also contested. Epstein believed that they were collected for the temple at Jerusalem, but this is unlikely in view of lines 123-28. 47 Cowley supposes that the contributions were somehow related to "Hananiah's mission . . . his (re-)institution of (Passover and) Unleaved bread" as part of a "religious revival."48 These funds could also have gone towards regular temple maintenance, like the half-shekel temple tax at Jerusalem. 49 Others have supposed that the collection was for restoring the temple after its destruction, perhaps for rebuilding its roof. 50 These interpretations explain the identity of the deity names and give a purpose for the donated silver. But they do not connect these closely. If the silver were given for regular temple maintenance or for rebuilding after destruction, the insertion of three god names is a very elliptical way of indicating this purpose.51 Furthermore, the above explanations also fail to make sense of the enormity of the silver, which exceeds that required for normal temple upkeep or even for remaking the temple roof.52 Another interpretation of the data resolves these difficulties more elegantly: Rohrmoser, expanding earlier arguments by Knauf, proposes that the god names and the large sums together suggest that the silver was given for the restoration of cult statuary which had been destroyed or stolen by Egyptians in 410 BCE. Rohrmoser even speculates about the kind of statue that this much silver could have helped to create. If the statues were completely silver, they would have been somewhat small; if, on the other hand, they had a wooden core, their proportions could have been much larger. 53 On this reading, the Yhw temple at Yeb housed (at least) three cult statues: two of about equal size representing Yhw and a goddess named Anathbethel, and then a smaller statue representing Ašimbethel. Knauf posits from this that Anath(bethel) was the paredros of Yhw at Yeb, and a "high god(dess)," whereas Ašim was a more minor deity.54 This interpretation is open to challenge on grounds of dating; if the donation list precedes the temple destruction in 410 BCE, the donations cannot have served to recreate cult statues.55 In my estimation, however, Knauf and Rohrmoser have advanced a creative but satisfying solution to the riddle of the donation list. As such, the donation list stands as an important evidence for the presence of statuary at Yeb. the 2 shekel donations of TAD C3.15 were indeed demanding. Cf. the annual temple tax of 1/3 shekel in Neh 10:32. 53 Rohrmoser, Götter, 197 . 54 "High(goddess)" here translates Rohrmoser's reference to Yhw and Anath as "Hauptgötter" (Götter, 198) . Bob Becking argues from the relative marginality of Anath in the Phoenician pantheon at this time that the name in the donation list most likely refers to a "weibliches Kultsymbol" and not to a goddess proper ("Gottheiten," 224). Cf. van der Toorn makes similar observations about the relative obscurity of Anath in the first millennium, and so also would oppose an interpretation like Knauf's above ("Anat-Yahu," 83). 55 In fact, Knauf reverses the direction of this argument, moving from the size of the donations to the likely dating: "die hohe Spendensumme (318 Schekel) erklärt sich leicht, wenn es um Spenden für den Wiederaufbau ging. Damit ist das von Porten vorgeschlagene Datum 401/400 gegenüber der älteren Datierung (420/19) zu favorisieren" ("Elephantine," 185). On the other hand, this interpretation runs up against the difficulty of interpreting the "5th year" of line 1 as reckoning from the rebel Egyptian king, Amyrtaeaus. This seems prima facie unlikely given how eager Yedoniah is in TAD A4.5 and A4.7/8 to prove the Yeb community's loyalty to the Persians. sees a divine name rather than a divine space in view. Winter thereby makes the god Bethel, in his hypostasis as Ḥerem-Bethel, a recipient of worship by Judeans on Yeb. But his interpretation is mute with regards to the question of statuary. 3. Karel van der Toorn translates it as "the sacred property of Bethel, the god," i.e., he takes the first term of the compound phrase as referring to an object and not to a deity name. That is, Malkiyah "took an oath by an inviolable object belonging to the god, instead of directly invoking the name of the deity."61 Van der Toorn is more specific and local than Grelot, more physical than Winter. Another gloss he provides for ḥrmbytʾl is "consecrated cultic utensils."62 Van der Toorn's interpretation is suggestive for the question of statuary, but perhaps leaves open whether or not it was present. 4. Angela Rohrmoser translates the phrase as, "den geweihten Betyl des Gottes (Jahu)," "the sacred betyl of the God" (Yahu). Rohrmoser alone gives the text a fully Yahwistic sense; she argues that "the God" (ʾlhʾ) most often indicates Yhw in the Yeb archive. She agrees with van der Toorn in interpreting the first term of the compound phrase as a cult object, but also reads the second term bytʾl as referring to a betyl proper and not to a divine name.63 Her interpretation bears directly on the cult statuary question: if she is correct, TAD B7.2 attests the presence of an object representing Yhw in the Yeb temple.
In my judgment, the strongest reading of the text's syntax interprets the phrase in question as referring to a cult object or appurtenance. The parallel of TAD B.7.3 strongly bears this out. In this formally similar oath text, the Judean oathtaker Menaḥem son of Šallum (line 1) swears by three entities: bḥrm bmsgdʾ wbʿntyhw (line 3). 64 If the first and last terms are controversial, the middle term is not (msgd, "sanctuary"). 65 Van der Toorn argues from this that the first term (ḥrm) must refer to a more specific cultic object within the sanctuary, even as the last (ʿntyhw) apparently names a deity (Anath-Yhw): "Menaḥem swore by the consecrated cultic utensils or substances, by the sanctuary and by the goddess herself."66 He compares this practice of swearing by temple paraphernalia with Matt 23:16, in which Jesus criticizes oaths taken by the temple and by the gold of the temple, i.e., a more specific, sacred object within the temple. TAD B7.2 and B7.3 support the presence of a sacred object within the Yeb temple. It is impossible to prove that this sacred object was, in fact, a cult statue. The oath texts cannot then serve as independent witnesses to the presence of statuary in the Judean Yeb temple. At the same time, taken together with the donation list, they lend indirect but suggestive support to the thesis that Judeans at Yeb may have worshipped Yhwh by a statue.
Conclusion
No single line of evidence conclusively demonstrates that there was cult statuary in the Judean temple at Yeb. Because the data remains so tantalizingly open-ended, we can expect continued scholarly debate over the nature of the island's Yhw cult. The onus of the present study was to inventory the state of the question and to make a few constructive suggestions. Its primary contributions along the way were: to begin addressing the evidence from the Yeb archives to the question of cult statuary in the first Jerusalem temple; to interpret TAD A4.7/8 afresh; and to revisit other key texts for targeted information about cult statuary. Along these lines, the present study proposed that Yeb was contiguous enough with Judean religion in the homeland that, if statuary were proven to exist at Yeb, it would corroborate its presence in the first Jerusalem temple. It also found that Yedoniah's letter of petition does not allude directly or indirectly to cult statuary; even if Egyptians destroyed or stole cult statuary, the letter's pragmatic and non-theological genre would have prevented acknowledgement of it therein. This study also accepted Knauf and Rohrmoser's reading of the donation list as referring to cult statues in the Yeb temple. Lastly, it interpreted the oath texts as indirect but suggestive indices that there was a statue in the Judean temple at Yeb.
By way of concluding, I agree with Tryggve Mettinger: "one might assume that Yhwh was represented by a massebah in the temple at Elephantine."67 If 66 Van der Toorn, "Ḥerem-Bethel," 285. 67 No Graven Image, 131.
